Tackling urban disparities through participatory culture-led urban regeneration. Insights from Lisbon by Falanga, Roberto & Nunes, Mafalda Corrêa
1 
 
Tackling urban disparities through participatory culture-led urban regeneration. 1 
Insights from Lisbon  2 
 3 
In the last few decades, the diffusion of culture-led urban regeneration schemes has 4 
intercepted the growth of participatory approaches across a wide range of policy domains. 5 
Partnerships between private and public agencies have sought, accordingly, the 6 
engagement of citizens and stakeholders to push forward context-specific interventions. 7 
From the participatory action research developed in Lisbon, one of the cities funded under 8 
the EU-funded project ROCK, we analyse the ways in which this project has tackled 9 
spatial divides and socioeconomic inequalities in the project demonstration area. Our 10 
main argument is that operational decisions and substantive mismatches have given rise 11 
to opportunities and bottlenecks throughout the implementation of the project. While the 12 
public investment has been directed to regenerate a deprived area, it has fallen short of 13 
promoting greater connections within the area and with the surrounding neighbourhoods. 14 
ROCK’s actions have only partially met local community expectations regarding the 15 
project’s objectives for the optimisation of tangible and intangible cultural heritage, with 16 
impacts over degrees of citizen engagement in the local Living Lab.   17 
 18 
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1. Introduction 23 
The growth of the world population living in urban contexts has gained unprecedented 24 
momentum, and is considered as one of the twenty-first century’s most impactful changes 25 
(UN-DESA 2019). Demographic growth is paired with the accelerated restructuring of 26 
the global financial system, with capital flows determining the (re)distribution of wealth 27 
at multiple levels and the increase of dipartites (UN-Habitat 2016; OECD Data 2019). 28 
European cities confirm global trends with more than two thirds of the population living 29 
in urban agglomerations and the aggravation of social inequalities (EU 2017). 30 
Unemployment rates, which remain the highest recorded in the Euro area at the outset of 31 
the financial crisis in July 2008, fuel the growth of poverty in all member states (Eurostat 32 
2019).  33 
Scholars consider that exacerbated socioeconomic inequalities are often associated 34 
phenomena of social exclusion, (racial) segregation, and displacement of the most 35 
disadvantaged groups, along with the decline of housing conditions, inadequate access to 36 
public transport, degradation of heritage, poor air quality and waste management, and 37 
insufficient green space (Wacquant 2008; Soja 2009; UN-Habitat 2011). The recent 38 
outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has intensified inequalities among countries and the 39 
uneven distribution of wealth between and within cities, with significant business 40 
interruptions and shutdowns all around the world1. Loss of employment, precarious 41 
housing, and public mobility system are some of the issues compelling new governmental 42 
decisions in urban contexts (cf. Martin et al. 2020).  43 
The opportunity to tackle disparities among different areas and neighbourhoods has 44 
increased significantly at the international level (EU 2017). The dramatic combination of 45 
                                                          
1 See, for example: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/15/world/europe/coronavirus-inequality.html  
3 
 
socioeconomic divides and spatial inequalities in contemporary cities has convinced 46 
decision-makers to put in place innovative schemes aimed at enhancing the quality of life 47 
of poor or at-risk-of-poverty people and improving the decaying built environment 48 
(Roberts 2000). To this end, a growing number of urban regeneration schemes has built 49 
on participatory approaches to bring together public and private agencies along with local 50 
stakeholders and residents towards a consensual (re)definition of goals (Ansell & Gash 51 
2008).  52 
The expansion of urban regeneration schemes is a case in point in Europe. Along with 53 
specific programmes and funding for the implementation of regenerative actions, the EU 54 
framework programme Horizon 2020 has provided new impetus to the coming together 55 
of universities and other agencies in the field. Our article focuses on the EU-funded 56 
project “ROCK - Regeneration and Optimisation of Cultural heritage in creative and 57 
Knowledge cities”, which started in 2017 to promote cultural heritage-led regenerative 58 
solutions in ten European cities. The authors of this article are members of the research 59 
team at the Institute of Social Sciences of the University of Lisbon, one of the project 60 
partners. The development of a participatory action research approach in the ROCK 61 
demonstration area in the parishes of Beato and Marvila, has allowed us to examine in-62 
depth relevant issues for the international debate about participatory culture-led 63 
regeneration.  64 
We focused our attention on the ways in which urban disparities have been tackled in the 65 
Lisbon demonstration area, which was selected by the city council for meeting the 66 
project’s requirements about geographical proximity to the historical city centre, and 67 
decaying and/or underestimated cultural heritage. Our research has provided in-depth 68 
knowledge on socio-spatial disparities within the area, and with the surrounding 69 
neighbourhoods.  70 
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With this in mind, we first take stock of the main trends in participatory culture-led urban 71 
regeneration schemes, with a focus on Europe. We focus on the international circulation 72 
of ideas and tools in this policy domain and reflect upon context-specific initiatives on 73 
the local scale. Secondly, we describe the main features of the ROCK project and zoom 74 
in on the Lisbon demonstration area. While it is not our purpose to provide an impact 75 
assessment of the project in this article, our research focuses on the the ways in which the 76 
regeneration scheme has captured urban disparities. Thirdly, we present the multi-method 77 
approach adopted for the participatory action research – participatory observation, 78 
individual interviews, and surveys – and describe key findings. Lastly, we discuss 79 
empirical insights in light of the article’s theoretical framework. 80 
2. Culture-led urban regeneration  81 
After the Second World War, EU regulation for urban regeneration has built on national 82 
and local policies that have sought to rescue the urban built environment and improve 83 
quality of living (Furbey 1999). In western cities, new forms of neighbourhood 84 
revitalisation in the 1960s evolved towards renewal interventions in the 1970s and then 85 
to the diffusion of a redevelopment paradigm in the 1980s. The concept of regeneration 86 
was centre stage during the 1990s, based on the search for more integrated policies with 87 
the involvement of local communities (Roberts 2000).  88 
In Europe, the creation of new programmes and funding opportunities for urban 89 
regeneration has built upon the reconfiguration of institutional arrangements from the 90 
national scale upwards to supranational agencies, and downwards to regional and local 91 
powers. The URBAN community initiative launched in 1994, for example, funded several 92 
programmes in this domain, with the URBACT proving to be one of the most well-known 93 
for sharing knowledge and know-how on practices of regeneration (EU 2003). More 94 
recently, new EU programmes have been launched in support of urban regeneration with 95 
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the aim of strengthening the role of cities within the European cohesion policy (Barca 96 
2009).   97 
Within these urban regeneration programmes and funding schemes, participatory 98 
approaches are believed to be responsible for maximising positive impacts against social 99 
exclusion and isolation, and reduce poverty in deprived urban areas (Harding 1997). 100 
Provided with adequate public expenditure, the participation of citizens is, thus, expected 101 
to enhance socioeconomic conditions of residents and foster new (job) opportunities for 102 
poor and at-risk-of-poverty people (Healey 1997; Edwards 2001). In this vein, the recent 103 
Urban Agenda for European Cities has reinforced the call for greater participation in the 104 
design and development of regeneration schemes in order to foster greater improvement 105 
of life conditions and physical upgrade (EU 2016).  106 
In the last few decades, increasing importance has been placed on cultural policies in 107 
cities as a key asset for urban regeneration (Vickery, 2007). From the 1990s onwards, 108 
culture has emerged as a bulwark in historic cities that aim to (re)position and brand 109 
themselves in a global and competitive market (Peterson 2005). The launch of the 110 
“European Capitals of Culture” framework and the “Creative Europe” programmes shows 111 
that the EU is highly sensitive to this policy domain and is an active promoter of a stronger 112 
nexus between culture and urban policies. The rise of culture-related activities has aimed 113 
at generating new economic opportunities that have often contributed to the extensive 114 
growth of the tourism industry in some European cities (Bianchini and Parkinson, 1993).  115 
The need for cities to stand out in global markets has accelerated the circulation of new 116 
ideas and tools of culture-led regeneration in the last few decades (Anttiroiko, 2014). This 117 
trend should be understood within a de-bordering global context, where international 118 
programmes and funding have a major impact on context-specific public actions (Forrest 119 
and Kearns 2001; Parés et al. 2014). As Peck and Theodore (2015) put it “[c]ontemporary 120 
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policymaking processes have promiscuously spilled over jurisdictional boundaries, both 121 
“horizontally” (between national and local political entities) and “vertically” (between 122 
hierarchically scaled institutions and domains)” (ibidem: 3). Within such global context, 123 
the recovery and promotion of cultural heritage has increasingly triggered local agendas 124 
of regeneration (Landry et al. 1996). 125 
The concept of cultural heritage encompasses issues of identity and distinctiveness that 126 
can create favourable conditions for attracting a new ‘creative class’ when used in local 127 
governance (Florida, 2005). As Smith (2006) puts it, “heritage is about negotiation – 128 
about using the past, and collective or individual memories, to negotiate new ways of 129 
being and expressing identity.” (ibidem: 4). Accordingly, at the root of cultural heritage-130 
led regeneration, international agencies and local authorities see the opportunity to add 131 
visibility and value to historical buildings and local traditions in order to strengthen their 132 
international attractiveness (Garcia 2004).  133 
Yet, as cultural heritage-led regeneration schemes increasingly straddle public, private 134 
and community sectors for the spatial and socioeconomic upgrade of deprived urban 135 
areas, so too are new opportunities being coupled with emerging challenges (Vickery 136 
2007). Participatory approaches are, therefore, seen to play a critical role in the 137 
consolidation of urban assets within a global and competitive market where the cities are 138 
encouraged to keep high standards of municipal wealth while ensuring the capacity to 139 
address issues of socioeconomic inequalities and spatial divides (EU 2003; Prince 2012; 140 
Peck 2012).  141 
In this regard, some scholars have warned about the risks of rhetorical promises and 142 
instrumental purposes brought about by economically-driven and consumeristic 143 
conceptions of culture and cultural heritage (Miles & Paddison, 2005). Additional 144 
criticism has been directed towards the detrimental use of culture as convenient fiction to 145 
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cover policy decisions that would likely be unpopular (Prince, 2012). The conversion of 146 
central neighbourhoods into creative districts, and the emphasis placed on the “creative 147 
capital” of historical cities often entails the conversion of public spaces into areas of mere 148 
consumption (Vicario & Monje, 2003), frequently coupled with a preference for cultural 149 
expressions that are rather generic and easily marketable (Sharp, Pollock & Paddison, 150 
2005). The distortion of the location’s authentic character can overwhelm socio-spatial 151 
enclosures with big investment opportunities that lead to the displacement of lower-class 152 
businesses and residents in favour of an upwardly mobile professional class (Evans 2003; 153 
Wacquant, 2011; Peck, 2012).  154 
2.1.Community engagement in culture-led urban regeneration  155 
Participatory approaches in cultural heritage-led regeneration may vary according to a 156 
wide number of factors. However, a major difference is made between the nature and 157 
scope of schemes developed in centrally located and peripheral areas (Parés et al. 2014). 158 
The former tend to pursue goals of economic recovery along with the rebranding of the 159 
local ‘authenticity’ through the promotion of new initiatives, services or infrastructures 160 
(Dinardi 2015; Peterson 2015). The development of flagship facilities seeks to bring a 161 
new social and economic vitality to ‘decaying’ central areas (see, for example, the famous 162 
case of the Guggenheim museum in Bilbao: Vicario & Monje, 2003). Likewise, the 163 
diffusion of street art (see, for example, landmark sculptures and public art schemes: 164 
Sharp, Pollock & Paddison, 2005) and international cultural events and festivals have 165 
become a key component of competitive urban agendas (Garcia, 2004). On occasion, 166 
cities may want to invest in longer-term interventions and create new “cultural districts”, 167 
generally moved by an idea of regeneration shaping the creative new identity of places 168 
(Peck, 2012).  169 
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In contrast, the participation of local residents and stakeholders in peripheral 170 
neighbourhoods tends to focus on social issues of marginalisation and stigmatisation of 171 
disadvantaged communities (Couch et al. 2003; Martinez-Fernandez et al. 2012). The 172 
upgrade of living conditions aims to fight area-specific barriers and advance behavioural 173 
changes to reduce the trade-offs of similar environmental factors and institutional 174 
shortcomings (Manski 1993). Communities are envisaged as the key players in the 175 
reinvigoration of democratic values and arguably it is their active participation that is said 176 
to foster greater trust in institutions (Aitken 2012), and policy effectiveness (Taylor, 177 
2007).  178 
In this field of study, the concept of ‘social capital’ has been extensively recalled by both 179 
scholars and practitioners (Putnam 2000). People-based schemes aim to create a positive 180 
sense of local communities for the enhancement of quality of life, and the reduction of 181 
social inequalities in deprived areas (Bailey and Pill 2011). In some cases, however, 182 
participatory approaches rely on the implicit assumption of a linear correlation between 183 
participation and people’s experience of place, regardless of the inequalities among 184 
community members (Power 2000). Organic ideals of local communities are based on 185 
false conceptions of homogeneity and unity, which eventually prevent the understanding 186 
of the roots of social capital at best (Furbey 1999; Davies 2002; Jones 2002; Wallace 187 
2010), and reproduce the marginalisation of the most vulnerable at worst (Taylor 2007). 188 
The support of disadvantaged groups can be misused to decrease the role of public 189 
authorities in favour of greater competition amongst private stakeholders (Ferilli et al., 190 
2016). In addition, as Forrest and Kearns (2001) point out, while the strengthening of 191 
social capital emphasises the positive sharing of common values, neighbourhoods can 192 
develop cohesive strategies and conflict with one another, which ends up further 193 
fragmenting the city. 194 
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The heterogeneous nature of people and places necessarily requires an attentive analysis 195 
of whether and how participatory approaches applied to regeneration schemes can 196 
effectively tackle urban disparities. While in central neighbourhoods, cultural heritage is 197 
mostly seen as a driver for greater international competitiveness and for improving the 198 
cultural offer of the city, on the periphery it can be a powerful engine to reinforce 199 
community links and improve the social capital. The action research conducted in the 200 
ROCK demonstration area of Lisbon explored these issues and helped problematise 201 
empirical insights as discussed below.  202 
3. The ROCK project 203 
The EU-funded ROCK project is composed of thirty-two partners, including universities, 204 
city networks, municipalities, small and medium enterprises, and non-governmental 205 
organisations.  Drawing from main EU directives, the project capitalised on the 2018 206 
European Year of Cultural Heritage, which acknowledged cultural heritage as a strategic 207 
asset for the regeneration of historic cities. According to this European ‘manifesto’, the 208 
optimisation of cultural heritage should encourage local governments to engage in new 209 
ways with both the built environment (e.g. buildings, monuments, and archaeological 210 
sites) and intangible sets of local practices, knowledge, performing arts, and skills. 211 
The authors of this article are researchers at the Institute of Social Sciences of the 212 
University of Lisbon, one of the academic partners of the ROCK project. Lisbon was one 213 
of the three ‘replicator cities’ in the ROCK project together with Bologna (which was 214 
also the leader of the consortium), and Skopje. The three replicator cities were encouraged 215 
to experiment with cultural heritage-led regenerative initiatives based on international 216 
good practices showcased by seven European ‘role model cities’, selected under the 217 
ROCK project. 218 
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Each replicator city identified and promoted cultural heritage-led regeneration in specific 219 
demonstration areas close to the cities’ historic centres. Understanding cultural heritage 220 
as a powerful catalyst for engaging multiple agencies and actors, regenerative initiatives 221 
should take place with the collaboration of academic partners, and the wider participation 222 
of local residents and stakeholders in local “Living Labs”. This popular participatory 223 
method was first experimented with in the early 1990s in the United States for 224 
collaborative design and piloting of innovative solutions (Nesti, 2018). In the ROCK 225 
project, the Living Labs aimed to promote, among multiple actors, knowledge sharing 226 
and mutual learning around tangible and intangible cultural heritage towards the 227 
implementation of innovative solutions in real-life settings2.  228 
3.1.The ROCK project in Lisbon  229 
In Lisbon, the ROCK project was implemented within the context of both longstanding 230 
urban trends and more recent transformations. The severe increase in poverty aggravated 231 
by spreading economic asymmetries caused by the 2008 financial crisis were coupled 232 
with the harsh impacts of an austerity package implemented by the national government 233 
between 2011 and 2014. Despite massive budgetary cuts to local authorities (Teles, 234 
2016), Lisbon has experienced a sensible economic recovery in the last few years, driven 235 
mainly by tax incentives and liberalisations in real estate, as well as the substantial growth 236 
of unregulated short-term rentals for tourists (Mendes 2018; Cocola-Gant et al. 2020). 237 
While unemployment rates had recovered slightly, despite continuing to have among the 238 
                                                          
2 The ROCK project included face-to-face and digital tools for participation. Along with a web platform 
comprising open source data produced by the project, cities were invited to test a multiplatform application 
for smartphones and tablets based on augmented reality technology; integrated analytics based on people’s 
perception of cultural heritage; sensors for carbon measurement covering waste, water, travel and 
transportation; a crowd monitoring tool providing insights on activity and mobility patterns; an outdoor 
multi-parameter tool integrating the most appropriate sensing devices, power and communication systems; 
an outdoor thermal comfort tool assessing how people rate comfort sensation of thermo-physical properties; 
an indoor microclimate monitoring tool measuring environment physics variables; sensors and devices in 
the lighting element to enable access to cultural heritage; people flow analytics generating activity-travel 
diary data of users. 
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lowest wages in Europe (Observatório sobre Crises e Alternativas 2018) and high rates 239 
of income inequality (OECD 2019), the disruptive nature of the Covid-19 pandemic has 240 
temporarily arrested this positive trend. The global collapse of national and international 241 
mobility, and the impact on the real estate and tourism sectors are likely to radically 242 
transform the city (Cocola-Gant et al. 2020).  243 
In the last decade, Lisbon took centre stage in the promotion of an extensive participatory 244 
agenda in policymaking, which aimed to counter trends of fiscal retrenchment. The first 245 
participatory budget ever launched at the municipal level in a European capital city in 246 
2008 was a case in point at the international level for bringing new impetus to the direct 247 
participation of citizens in the allocation of public spending (Falanga and Lüchmann 248 
2020). Likewise, the initiation of the local programme ‘BipZip’ (an acronym for ‘priority 249 
areas and neighbourhoods’) in 2011 strengthened the role of the city in the domain of 250 
community-based approaches to the urban regeneration of deprived areas. As Falanga 251 
(2019) argues, the results of this programme should be understood in light of a multi-252 
scale appraisal of urban and participatory policies, which should allow for the gathering 253 
of necessary information about the regeneration of deprived areas in the city.  254 
3.2.The project demonstration area  255 
The geographical proximity to the city centre and the combination of long-lasting and 256 
new emerging issues convinced the city council to delimit the project demonstration area 257 
across the two civil parishes of Beato and Marvila.  258 




Source: Lisbon city council 261 
Long-term urban transformations date back to the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries 262 
during which time migratory flows from the countryside to the city were experienced as 263 
a result of the prosperous industrialisation in this part of the city (cf. Reis e Silva, 2020). 264 
Despite being geographically close to the historical centre, the degradation of the built 265 
environment3 in the last few decades has been strongly associated with poor investment 266 
                                                          
3 The demonstration area in Beato includes around 30% of its buildings and houses, and 20% in Marvila. 
Buildings located in Beato are older than those in Marvila, due to the decrease in the industrial activity in 
the 1970s. In Marvila, the increase of construction is associated with the dismantling of old houses and 
shanty towns from the mid-twentieth century, and the public investment in low rent social housing that 
peaked in the last few decades to decline at the turn of the century (Barcon, 2017) 
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in the public built environment and infrastructures, which has prevented the full benefit 267 
of this environment from being realised. The weak public transport network and the 268 
presence of two train lines (and few pedestrian passages) have fuelled difficulties for the 269 
urban mobility within this area, and between this area and the city.  270 
Several decades after the abandonment of the industrial settlements, however, this area 271 
has started to attract the interest of public and private agencies. As Lisbon escalates in the 272 
world rankings of the most attractive cities in the world, the riverside of this area has 273 
become a strategic target for local development. Public plans to (re)connect the historical 274 
centre to the affluent commercial and residential neighbourhood of Expo 98 have 275 
increased values of post-industrial heritage for new business and real estate investment. 276 
In some cases, internationally acclaimed projects in the wake of the bailout-deal, such the 277 
real estate operation led by the Renzo Piano atelier close to the reconverted industrial 278 
settlement named ‘Fábrica Braço de Prata’, and the more recent launch of the ‘Beato 279 
Creative Hub’, boost this transformation.  280 
The riverside emerges, thus, as a periphery within the inner-city, with ambitions of 281 
regeneration compounded by the attraction of new investments in post-industrial urban 282 
sites. By contrast, the inner side of the demonstration area continues to be severely 283 
jeopardised due to underdeveloped public investment in mobility, infrastructures, and 284 
services, often paired with social stigmatisation and exclusion. The tangible heritage on 285 
this side is mostly composed of abandoned historical palaces and farms within a 286 
discontinuous landscape (Barcon 2017). In the last few years, local regenerative 287 
initiatives, such as those promoted by the BipZip programme with local NGOs and parish 288 
councils have mobilised civil society around the upgrade of buildings and living 289 
conditions. In parallel, the self-organisation of local residents has found strong allies in 290 
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community groups and stakeholders, which has helped amplify the magnitude of 291 
grassroots claims for improved service delivery (Falanga et al., 2020). 292 
Additional elements about the conditions for local transformations have been provided 293 
by socioeconomic data on the two parishes of Marvila and Beato4. Marvila hosts around 294 
38 thousand residents, with an average age of around 42, and 46 in Beato. Educational 295 
rates are extremely low, as Marvila shows the lowest qualification levels in the city, with 296 
60% of the residents only having attended basic school which, along with the number of 297 
uneducated individuals, reaches 80% of the resident population in that area. In addition 298 
to this, Marvila also has the lowest job occupation rates in the city with more than 3,500 299 
people looking for either their first job or new employment. Lastly, both Marvila and 300 
Beato show among the highest unemployment rates, around 16.7%, in the city, and, 301 
according to 2015 data, a remarkable increase in the number of homeless people.  302 
Higher concentration of NEET population on the inner side contrasts with the progressive 303 
displacement of inhabitants on the riverside by newcomers, short-term renters, visitors 304 
and tourists, along with the establishment of new enterprises and businesses in post-305 
industrial buildings and warehouses (Barcon, 2017). This information consolidates 306 
empirical insights on the interlocked nature of spatial divides and the phenomena of social 307 
isolation, especially with regard to the elderly and people with reduced mobility. 308 
3.3.The cultural-heritage led regenerative initiatives  309 
Acknowledging the urban disparities between the demonstration area and the rest of the 310 
city, as well as within that area, the city council decided to concentrate ROCK-funded 311 
initiatives on the inner side of the demonstration area. The creation of the Lisbon Living 312 
                                                          
4 The Lisbon Social Atlas collects data from the 2011 national census and other local sources of information. 




Lab was supposed to stimulate the participatory ethos of local stakeholders and 313 
communities in order to find innovative solutions for the recovery of decaying built 314 
heritage and for preventing local memories and traditions from being consigned to 315 
oblivion in the face of a rapidly transforming urban environment. To this end, the city 316 
council invited local stakeholders to play an active role in the area and three flagship 317 
initiatives of urban regeneration were agreed upon accordingly.  318 
First, the implementation of a pop up store ‘Loja ComVida’ (‘Store with Life/Store 319 
Invites’), which aimed to showcase the potential of the reuse of empty stores in social 320 
housing buildings in order to activate the social capital and boost new economic activities 321 
in the locale. The pop up was led by the local NGO “Rés do Chão”, chosen for its 322 
experience with co-design methods in underused spaces in Lisbon. For a period of ten 323 
days, a series of cultural and community-based activities were developed inside one store, 324 
in the framework of the event ‘Dias de Marvila’ (‘Days of Marvila’) organised by the city 325 
council in partnership with the municipal library of Marvila. 326 
Second, the creation of an urban garden named ‘Jardim para Todos’ (‘Garden for All’) 327 
through the temporary occupation of an area of publicly owned open land. The garden 328 
was planned by the NGO ‘Muita Fruta’ and the architects’ collective ‘Warehouse’. The 329 
former has a track record of community-based initiatives in urban farming, while the latter 330 
is specialised in participatory approaches for urban interventions. The implementation of 331 
this initiative, however, has gone through a complicated process due to the delays of 332 
public permissions for the temporary occupation of the land. Only recently, the city 333 
council found an alternative place to implement this project, relatively far from the initial 334 
land and close to  the riverside. While this is still the case, at the time of writing, this 335 
initiative has not yet been implemented due to these setbacks and the suspension of all 336 
face-to-face activities under the current Covid-19 pandemic. 337 
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Third, the creation of an interpretive centre for Marvila and Beato, inside the municipal 338 
library of Marvila was led by the local council in partnership with the research team at 339 
the Institute for Social Sciences. To this end, a steering board composed of local residents 340 
allowed for the collection and recording of a vast number of stories and memories about 341 
the place, to be displayed in a new physical and digital repository.  342 
Table 1 – ROCK flagship regenerative initiatives and leading stakeholders 343 
Flagship initiatives  Leading local stakeholders 
Pop-up for the reuse of empty stores NGO “Rés-do-Chão” 
“Garden for All” for the occupation of 
open lands 
NGO “Muita Fruta” and “Warehouse” 
architects’ collective 
Interpretive Centre of Marvila and Beato City council and the Institute for Social 
Sciences (University of Lisbon) 
 344 
Besides these three flagship initiatives, a wider set of cultural actions took place in the 345 
framework of the ROCK project, such as the ‘Days of Marvila’ and ‘Bibliogamers’ 346 
events, both organised in collaboration with the public library of Marvila; the 347 
‘Relâmpago’ (‘Lightning’) project, a one-week workshop with masters students in 348 
architecture; and, more recently, the city festival ‘Traça’ (‘Moth/Trace’) based on the 349 
participatory sharing of homemade short films of this urban area.      350 
4. Methodology: participatory action research  351 
A participatory action research approach was designed and developed in order to produce 352 
evidence-based knowledge on the processes and outputs of the ROCK project in the 353 
Lisbon demonstration area. As contended by Swantz (2008) this is an approach that 354 
“rejects science as the dominating knowledge and bases the problems on everyday 355 
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knowledge; the researcher and the researched share their knowledge as equals” (ibidem, 356 
38). Our research goal was, thus, to produce and share situational knowledge with the 357 
multiple actors involved in the Lisbon Living Lab so as to openly explore different 358 
meanings and expectations of cultural heritage-led regeneration (Kennis and McTaggrt 359 
2005). To this end, we developed a self-reflective attitude throughout the project, which 360 
allowed us to acknowledge roles and different degrees of power held by actors to ensure 361 
an adequate analysis of pluralised sources of knowledge (Gaventa and Cornwall 2001; 362 
Mauthner and Doucet 2003).  363 
While aiming to address relevant issues in and for the local communities, we assumed 364 
experiential learning as a legitimate form of producing new understandings about urban 365 
disparities. Acknowledging the local experience of the project as a basis of knowing, we 366 
played an active role in encouraging a broader understanding of regenerative initiatives 367 
from multiple standpoints. In particular, we critically examined urban disparities in the 368 
demonstration area to improve local consciousness over existing socioeconomic 369 
inequalities. 370 
To this end, we engaged with local stakeholders and communities in the field between 371 
April 2017 and March 2020. Empirical inquiry was based on the application of a multi-372 
method approach: participant observation, in-depth interviews, and survey questionnaires 373 
(see fig.2). In line with the participatory action research methodology, we also provided 374 
direct support and advice to the initiatives in the field, as in the case of focus groups with 375 
local actors and with institutions regarding the reuse of empty stores (Falanga and Nunes, 376 
2018). An active role was also played by the research team in the design and 377 
implementation of the interpretive centre, as members of the organising committee, 378 
together with representatives from the city council, and a sample of local community 379 
members and stakeholders (Reis e Silva, 2020).  380 
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Figure 2 – Participatory action research through three key project pillars on three flagship 381 
initiatives 382 
 383 
Source: authors’ own work 384 
Our research approach was particularly focused on problematising emerging issues in 385 
light of three key conceptual pillars of the ROCK project: cultural heritage, urban 386 
regeneration, and community engagement. Taking the implementation of the ROCK 387 
project in Lisbon as our case study, we aimed to provide a nuanced view of a specific 388 
reality that, according to Flyvbjerg (2006), held the potential to trigger new learning 389 
processes. To exploit the potential of context-dependent knowledge into generalised 390 
lessons to be learnt from Lisbon, this case study was approached as a specific translation 391 
of international models of cultural-heritage led regeneration. The entrenched dynamics 392 
between the creation of the Lisbon Living Lab and the existing urban disparities relies, 393 
therefore, on multiple components at play in the development of a specific set of 394 
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Data analysis was based on the qualitative appraisal of field notes from the participant 396 
observation; content analysis of the in-depth interviews; and inferential statistical analysis 397 
(qui square and F tests) of the survey questionnaires.  398 
First, field notes were drawn up according to our line of inquiry in the field. We aimed to 399 
account for multiple sources of knowledge on the implementation of the project through 400 
the participant observation in daily contexts. Insights were revised purposefully 401 
throughout the fieldwork and were open to the retention of emerging tensions and other 402 
significant components among local residents, city council and stakeholders primarily, 403 
and international partners to a different extent (Philippi and Lauderdale 2008). Secondly, 404 
the analysis of the interviews aimed to ensure valid inferences from the discourses 405 
produced by different actors (Krippendorff, 2004). Bearing in mind the exploratory 406 
purpose of the in-depth interviews, we decided not to create a proper data coding exercise, 407 
and rather examined the personal perceptions of the activities developed through the 408 
ROCK project as our main units of analysis. Finally, the statistical analysis of the 409 
extensive survey questionnaire was based on descriptive and inferential methods, namely 410 
Qui Square and F tests, to provide information about differences in proportions and means 411 
(Correia et al., 2020).     412 
4.1.Participant observation 413 
The aim of participant observation was to understand the ways in which cultural heritage 414 
played a relevant role for local stakeholders and communities in the co-creation and 415 
implementation of regenerative solutions in the demonstration area. To this end, we 416 
opened the fieldwork to new understandings about the multiple meanings of cultural 417 
heritage and the interconnected nature of socio-spatial disparities through ongoing urban 418 
changes (Gupta and Ferguson 1996). This endeavour was based on the iterative 419 
interaction with community members, where we brought our own identities as researchers 420 
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to the field. As Angrosino and Rosenberg (2013) put it, this operation requires a 421 
commitment to self-reflect on our own positionality, which is a significant challenge in 422 
research processes that are influenced by global agendas (cf. Mauthner and Doucet 2003). 423 
As argued by the authors, we “have to keep reminding ourselves that the “place” we are 424 
participating in and observing may no longer be the total social or cultural reality for all 425 
the people who are in some way or another affiliated with the community” (ibidem, 163).  426 
Participant observation of the three flagship initiatives has allowed us to develop an in-427 
depth understanding of the activities funded through the project and whether they were 428 
tackling urban disparities. Cultural and community-based activities promoted through the 429 
pop-up provided empirical insights on the ways in which community members 430 
experienced and learned from this initiative. Likewise, the planning process of the project 431 
‘Garden for All’ highlighted some key challenges related to the implementation of 432 
participatory approaches in regeneration schemes covering environmental and urban 433 
spaces. Finally, the creation of the interpretive centre gave us the opportunity to observe 434 
the ways in which intangible cultural heritage is perceived and remembered by different 435 
actors and the process of negotiation for the organisation of this new physical and digital 436 
repository.  437 
Alongside the three flagship initiatives, we observed a broader range of smaller actions 438 
funded by the ROCK project. The ten-day ‘Days of Mavila’ event developed a series of 439 
cultural initiatives throughout the demonstration area, with around 2,500 people taking 440 
part in the event (Falanga and Nunes 2018). Likewise, the ‘Bibliogamers’ took place in 441 
mid-March 2019 in the public library and secondary schools of Marvila. It was an event 442 
aimed at capitalising the video game culture in the city, which attracted members of the 443 
public from different neighborhoods, and nine teams of game programmers, designers, 444 
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and music composers in a two-day hackathon to create videogame prototypes based on 445 
the cultural heritage of Marvila (Falanga and Nunes 2019).   446 
4.2.In-depth interviews 447 
In-depth interviews were conducted with key actors of the ROCK project, including 448 
members of the international consortium and local actors. Interviews pursued exploratory 449 
goals and were implemented through unstructured scripts to access the level of 450 
interviewee understanding of specific research issues related to the three conceptual 451 
pillars of the ROCK project (McCracken 1988). As this type of interview elicits a vivid 452 
picture of individual perspectives, interviews were unstructured, which aimed to more 453 
openly explore information with our interviewees (Zaharia et al. 2008). Interviews were 454 
conducted between April and September 2019, when the project was already at an 455 
advanced stage of implementation, allowing for a more evidence-based discussion of 456 
local culture-led regeneration processes and expected outcomes   457 
For the purposes of this article, we retrieve insights from five interviews with key actors 458 
that were responsible for informing, supervising and implementing the ROCK project in 459 
Lisbon: one member of the international consortium in charge of guiding and monitoring 460 
the local ecosystem of stakeholders; one member of the public company managing the 461 
social housing stock in Marvila, who collaborated in different ROCK actions and who is 462 
well acquainted with local urban disparities; two members of the NGOs who were invited 463 
by the city council to develop flagship initiatives in the demonstration area; and one 464 
member of the ROCK coordination team in the local council. Each one of these interviews 465 
aimed at collecting information about personal perceptions of the ROCK project, with a 466 
focus on the operationalisation of the three conceptual pillars in light of existing urban 467 
disparities.  468 
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4.3.Survey questionnaires  469 
Finally, the research team conducted three survey questionnaires with both open and 470 
closed-ended questions to collect qualitative and quantitative data about the impacts of 471 
ROCK actions in the field and about how participants and local residents understood their 472 
scope. We applied two short surveys with randomly selected samples of participants to 473 
two ROCK events – the ‘Days of Marvila’ and the ‘Bibliogamers’ – and one extensive 474 
questionnaire with a representative sample of the population (Falanga and Nunes, 2018; 475 
Falanga et al. 2019; Correia et al. 2020). Quantitative and qualitative data aimed to 476 
capture the complexity of social practices and experiences of ongoing changes in the 477 
neighbourhood and the ways in which the ROCK project contributed to addressing urban 478 
disparities (Gaventa and Cornwall 2008). The short surveys were applied by research 479 
team members, who learned to be familiar with the demonstration area, while the 480 
extensive survey questionnaire was applied with the assistance of a team of ten 481 
interviewers, who were trained and supported by the research team throughout the 482 
fieldwork between May and August 20195. The extensive survey was conducted with a 483 
stratified proportional quota sample of the local population living in the demonstration 484 
area (n=368) based on data of the national Census (2011), which corresponds to an 485 
acceptable margin of error of 4.5%.  486 
5. Findings  487 
                                                          
5 The topics covered by the survey were: tangible and intangible cultural heritage (personal meanings, 
accessibility and frequency of use); urban changes (main ongoing transformations in the built environment 
and social fabric); urban voids (present meanings and potentialities for the future); urban mobility within 
the demonstration area and connections with the city; local economy (focus on community trade and new 
entrepreneurial ventures in the demonstration area); future (local and international plans in the 
demonstration area); citizen participation (community linkages, institutional and grassroots initiatives); 
assessment of the ROCK project in the demonstration area. All data from the survey questionnaire are 
available at: https://opendata.rockproject.eu/dataset/a-inquiry-crossings   
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Findings are presented according to their relevance for the three key conceptual pillars: 488 
cultural heritage, urban regeneration, and community engagement.  489 
5.1.Cultural heritage  490 
Around 76% of the respondents to the extensive survey questionnaire valued churches 491 
and convents (63.6%, with a higher percentage of women), followed by farms and palaces 492 
(62%), and associations and cultural spaces (35.9%) as tangible cultural heritage of the 493 
demonstration area. The latter, however, were perceived as more accessible due to the 494 
state of abandonment that characterises older sites, namely churches, farms, and palaces 495 
(cf. Poggemann, 2020). The degradation of post-industrial sites is further perceived as 496 
one of the biggest losses, with 39.4% of the respondents, mostly senior, pointing to this 497 
as a profound change in the area. Unequal access to cultural heritage is, thus, a key finding 498 
which relates to context-specific uneven spatial conditions within the area. Likewise, the 499 
reduced supply of public transport reduces the possibility of improving urban mobility, 500 
as cultural sites are often hard to reach, which exacerbates the downsides for people with 501 
reduced mobility, including the older demographic of the population.  502 
Data further suggests that residents tend to value community aggregation as a valuable 503 
component of the intangible heritage of the area. Three elements are pointed out as key 504 
drivers in this field: local stories and memories (51.9%), religion (34.8%) and agricultural 505 
traditions (21.5%, with higher rates from senior people). The sharing of personal and 506 
collective stories and memories is a case in point connected to the preservation of local 507 
culture and traditions, a key issue for the ROCK project. In line with the above, where 508 
religious rituals and ceremonies are perceived as significant, the project did not directly 509 
address this issue, while the perceived importance of agricultural traditions was identified 510 
as a driver for the implementation of activities based on urban farming and gardening.  511 
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Field notes confirmed survey data, as several informal meetings were organised by local 512 
residents and stakeholders in order to report the significant urban disparities in accessing 513 
the built environment and impaired urban mobility. Some of these issues convinced the 514 
city council to invest in the creation of the interpretive centre in the municipal library of 515 
Marvila.  516 
5.2.Urban regeneration  517 
Following the project’s line of inquiry and action, urban regeneration in the 518 
demonstration area was primarily based on the recovery of urban voids, considered to be 519 
a major hurdle for the optimisation of cultural heritage. Residents tend to associate the 520 
concept of ‘void’ with the presence of open lands, empty stores, abandoned buildings, 521 
vacant houses, closed warehouses, and ruins of old factories. In some cases, respondents 522 
to the extensive survey referred to sites in association with tangible heritage, while in 523 
others they more clearly connoted the state of degradation as the result of underdeveloped 524 
public action. The results of this survey showed that the presence of empty stores and 525 
open lands was more frequently referred to by residents living on the inner side, while in 526 
contrast, respondents living on the riverside were more concerned about abandoned post-527 
industrial sites. 528 
These findings are corroborated by a greater perception of increased rental prices around 529 
the riverside (45.4%, with higher rates of younger respondents), and the abundance of 530 
vacant houses on both the inner and riverside (42.9%). However, while the local 531 
population, most likely the poorest element, was forced to move from the riverside due 532 
to the increase in house prices, problems on the inner side are essentially related to the 533 
setbacks connected with the bureaucratic procedures for the assignment of (social) 534 
housing.  535 
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Emerging differences between the inner and riverside within the area were corroborated 536 
by residents’ perceptions of the key public groups targeted by of local business, as shown 537 
by the extensive survey. The few grocery stores and bakeries are perceived as community 538 
places on the inner side, as opposed to the opening of new cafes, nightclubs, cultural sites 539 
and restaurants on the riverside. Empirical knowledge confirmed the acceleration of a 540 
growing number of private developers, investors, visitors and tourists on the riverside, 541 
which contributed to the increase in living costs, one of the most acute causes of spread 542 
displacement. In parallel, the disproportionate absence of public and private services on 543 
the inner side, such as health centres, pharmacies, and supermarkets, has increasingly 544 
resulted in the local population publicly reclaiming new public investments. 545 
As argued by one member of the local public company managing the social housing stock 546 
in Marvila, residents on the inner side feel that basic needs are not being met by public 547 
authorities and the blueprint for new economic activities prevents further development of 548 
the area. The proposition of the city council to rent some of the empty stores to local 549 
NGOs in the cultural sector has not been well received either, as residents “would have 550 
appreciated being heard before this decision was taken”, confirmed our interviewee.  551 
Additional concerns have arisen as to the use of open lands. The plan for the initiative 552 
‘Garden for all’ was presented to the wider public in 2018 with the intention of collecting 553 
ideas about uses and public facilities. However, difficulties experienced in obtaining the 554 
authorisation to temporarily occupy the land convinced the city council to find a new 555 
location in a publicly owned backyard on the riverside. “It is a mystery how a project that 556 
is coordinated by the municipality needs to struggle to have answers for things that are 557 
governed by the municipality itself!” said a member of one of the two stakeholders. Our 558 
interviewee further pointed out the entrenched and, at times, unclear bureaucratic 559 
procedures behind temporary land use in Lisbon. As a result, the garden has not yet been 560 
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implemented, and the change of location was not properly communicated to the local 561 
residents on the inner side.  562 
Some questions arose as to the choice of implementing this initiative on the riverside, 563 
where the perception of urban voids, according to our extensive survey, mainly refers to 564 
post-industrial sites. On this point, Verheij (2020) further argues that “[t]he type of public 565 
involved in the initial proposal near the Marvila Library is potentially different from the 566 
public involved in the new location in Poço do Bispo, where many residents and local 567 
businesses have settled recently while others were forced to leave their homes” (ibidem, 568 
p. 30).  569 
5.3.Community engagement  570 
Lastly, our inquiry allowed for the collection of qualitative and quantitative data about 571 
the nature of community engagement in the demonstration area. Survey data shows that 572 
local authorities, associations, and other formal groups are perceived as the main actors 573 
of social activation, while some degree of dissatisfaction emerges as to the capacity of 574 
self-organisation. This negative trend is especially true among older people, and is paired 575 
with the feeling that current community linkages are getting worse today, which seems to 576 
confirm the perceived important legacy of the strong associative life during the 577 
industrialisation of this area. In contrast, respondents aged between 36 and 55 tend to rate 578 
community engagement more favourably.  579 
Institutional settings for citizen participation are more rarely acknowledged, as only 15% 580 
of the respondents is familiar with the type of initiatives promoted by the local authorities, 581 
as in the case of participatory budgeting and the BipZip programme. An even smaller part 582 
actually engaged with these initiatives (4.9%). Focusing on ROCK-funded actions, 583 
findings from the two short surveys applied in key events – the ‘Days of Marvila and the 584 
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‘Bibliogamers’ – point out significant degrees of public participation, with 64% of 585 
participants coming from surrounding neighbourhoods in the former, and around 89% of 586 
participants born in Marvila, but living in other neighbourhoods in the latter. These data 587 
are doubled by high levels of appreciation for the opportunity to get to know this often 588 
forgotten area of Lisbon, which relates again to the underdeveloped mobility system, as 589 
more than 50% used their private vehicles to take part in these events.  590 
Interviews with a member of the local public company managing the social housing stock 591 
in Marvila confirmed that urban mobility is a major issue in the area. Accordingly, the 592 
ROCK project could be beneficial to “open the neighbourhood up” to new visitors, as she 593 
said. However, she continued, this type of project also generates expectations as to real 594 
improvements in the field, which are barely fulfilled. The significant number of research 595 
projects that “landed” in this area out of a real commitment to communities has spread 596 
frustration in local communities because, in several cases, these projects “come and go, 597 
and you cannot really understand why they came here”. The short-term frame of the 598 
ROCK project is, therefore, a sensible issue for community engagement. “In this project, 599 
citizens are beneficiaries, but they do not really own a stake” argued one member of the 600 
international consortium.  601 
According to the member of one of the local stakeholders involved in the Living Lab, 602 
local residents have not felt entirely comfortable with ROCK initiatives, and often 603 
dropped out because the project was not well advertised in the area. The transformative 604 
potential of this project, she continued, did not adequately meet residents’ expectations. 605 
The member of another NGO involved in the project seemingly addressed these 606 
downsides: “participation is not about showing you something and asking you whether 607 
you like it or not. This is not participation, because the decision is already made. And 608 
even if you say that you don’t like it, I can say that the decision was made in a 609 
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participatory way”. The interview with a member of the city council helped clarify that 610 
the difficulties for effective participatory approaches arise as a result of the requirements 611 
brought about by the multi-level governance of the project. In Lisbon, she argued that the 612 
coordination team in the city council was relatively small and that taking care of all 613 
required tasks and the relationships with international partners and local stakeholders had 614 
proved to be very time-consuming.  615 
Our understanding from the field about the way the Lisbon Living Lab had been put in 616 
place confirms some of the information above. On the one hand, local residents and 617 
stakeholders felt some bottlenecks when seeking to promote greater community 618 
engagement, most probably due to the short-term agenda of the project and the temporary 619 
nature of the piloting initiatives. On the other, besides the participatory ethos of the 620 
interpretive centre, the city council played a more regulatory rather than engaging role 621 
within the demonstration area, which could be partly due to the high complexity of the 622 
project governance structure.  623 
6. Discussion 624 
The participatory action research allowed us to retrieve empirical insights on the ways in 625 
which the potential for cultural heritage-led regeneration has tackled spatial divides and 626 
socioeconomic inequalities in the ROCK demonstration area. Despite being 627 
geographically close to the city centre, the demonstration area holds evident mobility 628 
impairments and a reduced public transportation network. The research made clear that 629 
problems do not only relate to urban mobility between this area and the city, but within 630 
the area where heavy infrastructures (two railways dividing this area) prove to be a major 631 
impediment to circulation.  632 
29 
 
Drawbacks, however, have not had the same magnitude within the area, as opposite trends 633 
emerge between the inner side and riverside. The former suffering from low degrees of 634 
urban development; the latter targeted by developers, investors, and newcomers as a new 635 
centre of attraction. This contraposition recalls scholarship contributions about urban 636 
regeneration in central and peripheral urban areas. Degraded peripheries are more likely 637 
to receive community-based interventions that generally aim at tackling phenomena of 638 
social exclusion and poverty (Fainstein 2006; Wacquant 2008; UN-Habitat 2011). To this 639 
end, poorly-educated, low-income and/or unemployed people are often invited to play an 640 
active role in socially embedded activities (Couch et al. 2003; Taylor 2017; Aitken et al. 641 
2012; Martinez-Fernandez et al. 2012).  642 
Data from the 2011 Portuguese census and from our extensive survey, in fact, confirmed 643 
that this urban area holds one of the highest levels of undereducated and underemployed 644 
inhabitants (Correia et al. 2020). As this type of population is concentrated on the inner 645 
side of the demonstration area, risks of creating socio-territorial enclaves affected by 646 
declining housing conditions, inadequate access to public transport, and degradation of 647 
heritage (Soja 2009) are evidently high. 648 
By contrast, the riverside more clearly shows trends of market-oriented regeneration 649 
associated with citywide strategies for increased international attractiveness (Florida, 650 
2005; Peck, 2012). The presence of deindustrialised sites has attracted large scale real 651 
estate investments, new businesses and the boosting of the creative industry sector, and 652 
short-term rental housing for tourism (Vickery, 2007). However, the economic impetus 653 
brought about by this sort of regenerative action often engenders significant drawbacks, 654 
such as the displacement of poorer residents and widespread depopulation, which is 655 
actually taking place on the riverside of the demonstration area (cf. de Sousa, 2018).  656 
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Acknowledging the challenging task of tackling these multiple urban disparities, findings 657 
show positive and negative consequences of community engagement in this type of 658 
cultural-heritage led regeneration, which necessarily accounted for context-specific 659 
conditions in this part of the city. A critical consideration should be made about the 660 
decision to concentrate ROCK-funded actions on the inner side of the demonstration area. 661 
Findings show that not only did local communities expect longer-term public 662 
commitments, but that little effort was actually made to ‘open up’ these neighbourhoods 663 
and improve its connection with the rest of the city. As scholars have advocated, the 664 
enhancement of quality of life should rely upon a mixed strategy looking at inside and 665 
outside deprived areas (Putnam 2000; Bailey and Pill 2011). Improving connections 666 
within the area and with the city should have better accounted for power differences and 667 
overcome implicit ideals of homogenous local communities (Power 2000; Forrest and 668 
Kearns 2001; Wallace 2010). 669 
In addition, if one considers what local communities perceive as tangible and intangible 670 
cultural heritage, post-industrial built environment and cultural sites were somewhat 671 
underestimated in the implementation of the project in Lisbon. Likewise, the regeneration 672 
of intangible cultural heritage addressed only some of the local practices and habits 673 
identified by residents in our extensive survey. This was the case with cultural activities 674 
(e.g. needlecraft, woodwork, biking, etc.) in the pop up, and urban farming in the ‘Garden 675 
for All’, but not in the case of religious traditions. This substantive mismatch is probably 676 
related to the low degrees of community participation in the co-design of the initiatives, 677 
and to greater attention paid to urban voids through the reuse of empty stores and the 678 
occupation of open lands. Possible confusion on the project goals was compounded by 679 
the limited spatial reach of the project within the city, probably due to pitfalls in its 680 
communication strategy. Moreover, from our interviews and our experience in the field 681 
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we could confirm a general concern with the short-term timeframe of regenerative pilot 682 
initiatives, and the feeling that this type of project is promoted by ‘outsiders’ that come 683 
and go (Peck and Theodore 2015).  684 
As Gaventa and Cornwall (2011) put it “[s]imply creating new spaces for participation, 685 
or new arenas for diverse knowledge to be shared, does not by itself change social 686 
inequities and relations of power, but in some cases may simply make them more visible” 687 
(ibidem, 184). Evidence from Lisbon shows that this type of result is strongly dependent 688 
on the institutional degree of the participatory spaces that are created.  689 
In relation to this, we noted that the Lisbon Living Lab was limitedly perceived as a space 690 
of meaningful participation, which might be related to the wide definition of this concept 691 
and, thus, its empirical implications in the field (Nesti 2018). In contrast, the creation of 692 
the interpretive centre actively involved local residents and stakeholders by sharing local 693 
memories, and discussing concrete possibilities for future cultural projects. Nevertheless, 694 
community engagement more frequently happened in informal ways on the edges of the 695 
project. In particular, the community group composed of local institutions and residents 696 
in the demonstration area held a significant role in enabling local communities to drive 697 
local changes through self-organisation. Despite joining together some of the agents 698 
involved in the ROCK project (e.g. some local residents and NGOs, as well as members 699 
of the Institute of Social Sciences), this project did not formally seek connections with 700 
the group nor did the group itself look at the project as a concrete opportunity for the 701 
improvement of the locale.  702 
7. Conclusions   703 
In this article, we presented the main findings of participatory action research applied to 704 
a cultural heritage-led regeneration scheme under the EU-funded project ROCK. We 705 
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focussed on its implementation on the eastern side of Lisbon, in a demonstration area 706 
across the parishes of Marvila and Beato. In our research, we collected quantitative and 707 
qualitative data through multiple methods of inquiry, which allowed us to examine in-708 
depth the ways in which urban disparities have been tackled by the project. Substantive 709 
mismatches and operational decisions throughout the implementation of regenerative 710 
actions in the field have helped explain positives and negatives in the demonstration area.  711 
Two main components emerged from our participatory action research. On the one hand, 712 
operational decisions made regarding the spatial concentration of community engagement 713 
initiatives on the inner side of the demonstration area built on longstanding traditions of 714 
associative life and on the more recent participatory ethos induced by other local 715 
programmes of urban regeneration in the city. However, not only did the short timeframe 716 
of ROCK pilot initiatives add a layer of complexity to achieving effective community 717 
engagement, but local community members expected longer-term public commitments 718 
against the drawbacks of the area. Moreover, little investment was made to ‘open up’ the 719 
neighbourhoods and, thus, to connect the inner and riverside elements of the 720 
demonstration area, as well as to better connect this area with the rest of the city.  721 
On the other hand, what seemed to be a shift from a broader conception of cultural 722 
heritage to a more focussed look at the reactivation of urban voids, actually resulted in 723 
limiting the local community’s perception of the main goals of the project. Substantive 724 
mismatches between people’s ideas of tangible and intangible heritage and the initiatives 725 
funded by the project generated confusion about the agenda of urban regeneration actions. 726 
Mismatches also revealed low participation rates in the co-design of the activities, which 727 
most probably helped to decrease community engagement throughout their 728 
implementation. As the Living Lab was perceived as an institutional space of 729 
participation that provided little room for public debate, the short-term agenda of this type 730 
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of EU-funded project further impaired the potential for community engagement towards 731 
longer term solutions.  732 
These insights confirm the need to account for the ways in which regeneration schemes 733 
tackle urban disparities through participatory approaches. While we acknowledge three 734 
main limitations of our research, we also believe that three general lessons may be learned 735 
from our experience, which will hopefully inspire future research on this topic.  736 
Limitations concerned theoretical, methodological and empirical conditions of our 737 
participatory action research. First, the ROCK project provides a highly interdisciplinary 738 
combination of theoretical frameworks that challenge any type of silo understanding 739 
about urban regeneration. We distilled three key pillar concepts, but believe that other 740 
relevant concepts could have been more deeply investigated, such as the smart 741 
specialisation strategies sought through the promotion of digital tools in this project. 742 
Second, participatory action research is a time-consuming methodology that requires a 743 
solid commitment to fieldwork. We are aware that our approach can be biased by our 744 
personal perspectives on some of the emerging issues, and have sought to mitigate 745 
associated risks of misunderstanding through systematic self-reflection of our 746 
positionality within the ROCK consortium and with local actors in the field. Third and 747 
last, the ways in which each ROCK city council has managed the project necessarily 748 
influences its achievements. In our case, we acknowledge that the choices made in Lisbon 749 
have relied upon the coming together of different agendas of the city council, local 750 
communities and stakeholders, as well as ourselves.  751 
As regards the lessons that can be learned, we believe that urban regeneration schemes 752 
should build on in-depth examinations of the spatial divides and socioeconomic 753 
inequalities to co-design effective solutions with local communities and stakeholders. Our 754 
case study has shown that missing this point may have reduced the potential of 755 
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regenerative actions. Second, community engagement should draw inspiration and 756 
enhance synergies with formal and informal settings of participation and expand the room 757 
of debate within the institutional framework. Our research showed that the Living Lab 758 
was not perceived as a meaningful space of participation as opposed to other existing 759 
participatory settings, with little intention to interact. Third, initiatives funded through 760 
short-term funding programmes should be framed within longer-term local strategies, 761 
based on the clear commitment of public authorities to tackle urban disparities.  762 
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